What Did I Do? Practitioner Awareness of Ethical Issues in Scientific Publishing by Kennedy, LMT, BCTMB, DrPH, Ann Blair et al.
1
International Journal of Therapeutic Massage and Bodywork—Volume 10, Number 3, September 2017
E D I T O R I A L
What Did I Do? Practitioner 
Awareness of Ethical Issues in 
Scientific Publishing
Massage therapy practice as well as research 
in massage therapy is guided by ethical principles 
and boundaries of professional behavior. Scientific 
publishing is also guided by a set of ethical stan-
dards, about which all aspiring scientific authors 
should be aware. Honesty, integrity, and conflicts 
of interest are issues in science and these issues can 
also impact scientific publishing. Historical ethical 
issues and current events are discussed.
Ethics help to define professional conduct within a 
profession and those in massage therapy practice are 
governed by national association(s), state, and pos-
sibly local ethical guidelines to help give guidance to 
safeguard patients/clients and protect the profession. 
Ethics are generally a part of entry-level massage 
education; the Entry-Level Analysis Project (ELAP) 
recommends that 18 hours of ethics be included in 
entry-level education.(1) Additionally, to maintain 
Board Certification through the National Certification 
Board for Therapeutic Massage and Bodywork, three 
continuing education hours in ethics must be obtained 
every two years.(2) The two largest professional mas-
sage associations in the United States, and the many 
others around the globe, require their members to 
uphold a standard of ethical practice. While massage 
therapists are generally aware of the need to follow 
professional ethics in clinical practice, they may not 
be aware of the professional ethics in the scientific 
world and in scientific publishing. Therefore, it is 
important for massage therapists who may be inter-
ested in participating in research and/or scientific 
publishing to be aware of these issues; some of them 
have come up recently here at the Journal.
Scientific integrity is a cornerstone of ethical prin-
cipals in scientific research, requiring scientists to be 
honest, transparent, objective, avoid bias, and respect 
intellectual property.(3) In addition, ethical issues also 
go deeper in the protection of human rights in research. 
After World War II, reports from the Nuremberg Trials 
resulted in the creation of the Nuremberg Code which 
required researchers to weigh risk versus benefits, gain 
informed consent, and to protect participants from 
injury, death or any type of suffering.(4) The Declara-
tion of Helsinki, originally penned in 1964 and revised 
as recently as 2013, builds on the Nuremberg Code 
to add protections for vulnerable populations and to 
require all research involving human subjects to be 
reviewed by an independent ethical review board.(5,6) 
In the United States, these boards are often referred 
to as Institutional Review Boards (IRB) or Ethical 
Review Boards (ERB) and in Canada, these are typi-
cally called Research Ethics Boards or REBs. These 
boards help to make sure that research participants’ 
rights and safety are protected throughout the research 
process. Further reading about the history of ethics in 
science reveals some of the infamous cases involving 
the Tuskegee syphilis experiment,(7) medical experi-
mentation in Philadelphia’s Holmesburg Prision,(8) 
and the harvesting of cells without consent that led 
to numerous medical discoveries.(9) 
One final issue is the concept of conflicts of interest 
in research. The Journal has published previously on 
this issue concerning its impact on the area of thera-
peutic massage and bodywork research,(10) so I will 
only expand briefly on one particular topic—corpo-
rate funding of research. It seems over the past few 
years there have been not only news stories, but also 
discussions in the scientific literature, about potential 
biases that can come from corporate funding.(11–13) 
Indeed, in many of the latest news stories, journal-
ists claim that scientists and their resultant research 
are somehow suspect simply because they have 
received corporate funding. While this is a cause for 
concern,(14,15) it should not cause the results of a study 
to be dismissed simply because of the funding source. 
There are further questions to ask regarding transpar-
ency and control. If the researchers are transparent 
about their funding sources and the researchers have 
complete control over study design and methodology, 
data analysis, and publication of the work,(13) then the 
research results should not simply be dismissed out 
of hand because of the funding source.
When it comes to ethical issues in scientific pub-
lishing, the main areas of concern that we have here 
at the IJTMB include plagiarism, falsification of data, 
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The final issue we have faced here recently at 
the Journal is the area of duplicate submission. This 
occurs when an author has the same article simulta-
neously under review at two or more journals. We 
identified a case of just this situation happening ear-
lier this year, when a manuscript that was still under 
review with us, having gone through and received 
generous feedback from IJTMB peer reviewers and 
editors, was then published in another journal with our 
suggested edits. Duplicate submissions are considered 
a form of academic misconduct.(22) While this activity 
may not have long-lasting effects for the practitioners 
who only occasionally submit to the Journal, it is 
still a significant drain on IJTMB resources. Time, 
effort, and energy go into the peer review process, 
and to misuse that goodwill through either a duplicate 
submission or incorporating reviewer comments and 
submitting to another journal while still under review 
at the first journal represents dishonesty to the Journal 
and those who support its mission. 
The purpose of this Editorial is to raise awareness 
by our readers, authors, and future authors. The mas-
sage profession is governed by ethics and boundaries 
for practice, as well as ethics in scientific research 
and publishing. We ask that those practitioners who 
wish to publish in the Journal to have the same 
respect for scientific ethics as they do for ethics in 
their clinical practices. 
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lack of ethical oversight, and duplicate submissions. 
These issues are not unique to the IJTMB and have 
been expounded on by other journal editors who 
have dealt with these issues over the years. The first 
issue of plagiarism is the use of other’s intellectual 
property and claiming it as one’s own. Those writers 
not experienced in using citations to back up each 
claim, may not truly understand the egregiousness of 
this ethical misstep, though it is expected that most 
individuals should have been exposed to this concept 
throughout their formative schooling. Plagiarism can 
come not only in the form of not citing other’s work, 
it can also occur when an author fails to cite their own 
previous work, this is known as “self-plagiarism” and 
can cause just as many ethical dilemmas.(16) Although 
journals can combat this problem to an extent with 
software and literature searches, the problem has not 
gone away in scientific publishing and sometimes 
reveals itself in new ways. Just recently, it was dis-
covered that a peer reviewer at the Annals of Internal 
Medicine stole an article that had been submitted and 
rejected by that journal and then published the work 
under her or his own name in a different journal six 
months later.(17) 
Falsification of data in scientific publishing can 
also be an issue and cause long-lasting public health 
concerns. Trikalinos et al.(18) in 2008 studied the 
length of time high-impact journals took to retract 
articles when there were implications of data falsi-
fication; they found that these retractions can take a 
very long time, especially when senior researchers 
are implicated in the falsification. Probably one of the 
most noted studies including fraudulent data, which is 
today still having lasting implications, is Wakefield’s 
study falsely implicating the MMR vaccine in the 
cause of Autism Spectrum Disorder.(19) The fear from 
parents about possibly harming their children with 
vaccines has led to outbreaks of preventable diseases 
in record numbers not seen in years, if not decades.(20) 
Lack of ethical approval for studies is an issue 
that we have faced here at the Journal. We have re-
jected papers because this oversight is not provided. 
It should be noted that case reports generally do not 
require IRB oversight and this has been an area of 
confusion for some authors. While informed consent 
is required for case reports, ethical oversight by an 
IRB is not required in most cases. Case reports found 
here in this Journal are not seen as experiments, but 
as reporting what has occurred in clinical practice. 
The Massage Therapy Foundation Case report con-
test guidelines clarify this point well: “Case reports 
are written in the same manner as research reports. 
However, case reports are not research. They are a 
report of the assessment, intervention, and results of 
a single client… Research studies, on the other hand, 
are developed with the intent of assessing the therapy 
and frequently focus on the proper and consistent 
administration of the therapy rather than modification 
of the therapy to improve the effects on the client.”(21)
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